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ABSTRACT
This paper compares predictors of in-school and out-of-school delinquency and is based on data collected
from 2,011 subjects at two elementary, one middle, and one high school in a rural school district. Predictors
were derived from a variety of theoretical perspectives including social organization and social control;
interactionist theory; differential association and social learning; strain, culture conflict, and critical theory. In
addition, several demographic variables were included in the analysis. Regression results revealed that negative
peer influence, victimization experience, attachment to school, gender, general strain, alienation, and the
student’s self-reported response to a weapon at school were significant predictors of delinquency both in and
out of school. Moreover, the relative contribution of each predictor in explaining delinquency was similar in
the in-school and outside-school models. The paper concludes with a discussion of the policy implications of
these findings for the schools studied.

Numerous studies have examined predictors of delinquent behavior. These
studies serve as partial tests of various theoretical explanations of delinquency such
as routine activities theory (Osgood et al. 1996), deterrence theory (Dejong 1997;
Paternoster 1987), biological explanations (Conley and Bennett 2000; Ellis 1982),
social psychological theories (Bandura and Walters 1959; Bushman and Anderson
2001; Johnson et al. 2002), social structural theories (Agnew 1992; Brooks-Gunn
and Duncan 1997; Morenoff, Sampson, and Raudenbush 2001; Sampson and Groves
1989; Wallace 1991), learning theories (Akers 1998; Elliott, Huizinga, and Ageton
1985; Matsueda and Heimer 1987), control theories (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990;
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Hirschi 1969), and conflict theories (Hagan, Gillis, and Simpson 1987; Simpson and
Ellis 1994). More recently, efforts have been undertaken to develop integrated
(Elliott, Ageton, and Canter 1979; Matsueda 1992; Thornberry 1987) or
developmental approaches (Catalano and Hawkins 1996; Loeber 1996; Moffit 1993;
Sampson and Laub 1993; Thornberry 1997) to understanding delinquent behavior
and to more clearly identify risk factors associated with delinquency (Hawkins et
al. 1998; Lipsey and Derzon 1998; Loeber and Farrington 2001).
In this paper, we explore theoretical predictors of general delinquency
committed both within the school setting and outside school in a rural setting. We
begin by providing a brief review of the literature on in-school delinquency, then
we describe the predictors used in the research and how well they predict in-school
delinquency. Additionally, we examine predictors of delinquency committed outside
school and use this knowledge to model theoretical predictors of in-school and outof-school delinquency. Finally, we note potential weaknesses of the research, make
recommendations for additional research in this area, and highlight several policyrelevant findings for the schools studied.
IN-SCHOOL DELINQUENCY: A BRIEF REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Although several studies have addressed delinquent behavior in a variety of
social contexts and have examined how various school factors are related to
delinquency, few studies have looked at delinquency committed in school settings.
Nevertheless, the studies that have examined delinquency within schools have
provided valuable insights on how schools contribute to the problems of school
disruption and delinquency. These insights are significant because there is
considerable evidence that school disruption and delinquency (including violent
delinquent behaviors) are significant problems in many schools. This conclusion is
buttressed by findings from the recent Indicators of School Crime and Safety: 2006.
According to this study, 81% of all public schools experienced one or more violent
incidents during the 2003-2004 school year (Dinkes et al. 2006). Moreover, in that
same year, 8% of secondary public school teachers were threatened with injury by
a student at school and 4% were physically attacked by a student (Dinkes et al.
2006). Coupled with data indicating that even higher levels of less serious
delinquency, disruption, and victimization occur each year (Gottfredson et al. 2000),
concluding that school disruption, delinquency, and victimization represent a
substantial social problem is reasonable.
Disruption, delinquency, and victimization at school have deleterious effects on
students and teachers and seriously compromise the quality of the learning and
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working environment that they experience. Concerns about school victimization
can impair students’ ability to concentrate, make them less eager to learn, and can
lower academic performance (Lawrence 1998; Lowry et al. 1995; McDermott 1980).
Nevertheless, delinquency, crime, and victimization are not limited to school
settings. In fact, school age youths are more likely to suffer fatal violence away from
school and most nonfatal violent crime victimizations (i.e., sexual assaults,
robberies, and aggravated assaults) occur outside school (Dinkes et al. 2006; Snyder
and Sickmund 2006). Additionally, other research demonstrates that the peak time
for violent juvenile victimization on school days is from 3 to 7 p.m. (Snyder and
Sickmund 2006). As such, any discussion of the problem of delinquency in school
must also consider delinquency out of school as well.
Predictors of Delinquency In and Out of School: Theoretical Background
Predictors of delinquency in and outside school identified in the literature
represent a range of theoretical perspectives and mirror predictors designed to
explain general delinquency. Conceptually, these predictors may be seen as
representing key elements of social (school) organization, control, environmental
design, social interactionist, differential association, social learning, strain, culture
conflict, and critical theories.
Social organization and social control theories. Predictors of delinquency that focus
on school communal organization, bonding, and attachment to school may be seen
as derivatives of social disorganization and control theories as reflected in the works
of Sampson (Morenoff et al. 2001; Sampson and Raudenbush 2001; Sampson,
Raudenbush, and Earls 1997) and Hirschi (1969). As Payne, Gottfredson, and
Gottfredson (2003:751) note, the “idea of communal school organization is similar
to Sampson’s concept of neighborhood collective efficacy” which is a product of
cohesion among neighborhood residents and the desire of those in the neighborhood
to exert control over public space (Sampson and Raudenbush 2001). According to
Sampson et al., neighborhoods characterized by collective efficacy will exert more
informal controls on community members and, in turn, will have lower levels of
crime and delinquency (Morenoff et al. 2001; Sampson and Raudenbush 2001;
Sampson et al. 1997).
As Payne et al. (2003) note, school and community organization may discourage
delinquency by strengthening students’ bond to the school. According to Hirschi’s
(1969) control theory, youths are less likely to engage in delinquency when they are
attached and committed to conventional social institutions, are involved in
conventional activities, and hold conventional beliefs. Thus, attachment to school,
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commitment to educational activities and success, participation in school activities,
and belief in the legitimacy of school rules will decrease the probability that
students will engage in delinquent behaviors (Welsh, Green, and Jenkins 1999). In
fact, Gottfredson and Gottfedson (1985) found that schools with high levels of
student attachment and belief in conventional rules experienced lower levels of
student and teacher victimization.
Differential association and social learning theories. Association with delinquent
peers has been a strong predictor of delinquent behavior (Farrington and Loeber
2000; Gottfredson 2001). Moreover, participation in youth gangs is related to
increased levels of offending (Esbensen and Huizinga 1993; Thornberry et al. 1993;
Thornberry 1998). According to differential and social learning theories,
delinquency is more likely when youths are exposed to attitudes and beliefs that
support illegal behavior, when peers model delinquent behavior, and when
delinquent behavior is reinforced, conditions that are even more likely to exist when
youths associate with or belong to gangs. Nevertheless, existing data indicate that
only a small percentage of school behavior problems are gang related, however,
those that do occur are often serious (Spergel 1990). Indeed, research by Ralph et
al. (1995) found that students who attend schools where there are gangs report
higher levels of victimization and fear and were more likely to carry weapons than
students in schools without gangs.
Strain, culture conflict, and critical theories. Although many writers view schools
as social institutions intended to produce social equality, others maintain that
schools operate to reproduce and legitimate the class structure by replicating a
hierarchal division of labor within the school (Bowles 1971; Bowles and Gintis
1976). As Cohen (1955:113) notes, working class boys are at a particular
disadvantage in achieving success in school because such institutions are designed
to “reward middle-class ambition and conformity to middle-class expectations”
[emphasis in the original]. As a result, students who are unsuccessful in school,
either socially or academically, can experience strain that increases the likelihood
of delinquent behavior. Strain may result in a variety of adaptations by youths
within the school setting including involvement in delinquent behavior (c. f. Merton
1938; Cohen 1955), may encourage youths to associate with youths in similar
circumstances, may encourage the development of delinquent subcultures (Cohen
1955), or act as a predisposing condition that increases the likelihood of delinquency
for some individuals under certain circumstances (Agnew 1992).
In the early 1990s, Agnew (1992) began a series of articles where he outlined
the basis for what has become known as general strain theory. In expanding strain
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theory, Agnew argues that crime and delinquency result from negative affective
states that result from: (1) relationships where an individual prohibits another from
achieving a valued goal; (2) relationships where something a person has that is
valued is taken away; and (3) relationships where something is imposed on a person
that is unwanted (Agnew 1992). Agnew argues that each type of relationship has
the potential to elicit several negative emotions (such as fear, depression, and anger)
and these negative emotions serve as preconditions for delinquency. Most of his
recent works have supported this thesis (Agnew 2001; Agnew and White 1992;
Agnew et al. 2002).
The literature identifies several theoretical constructs linked to delinquency in
school settings. However, previous studies have typically employed large national
samples or samples selected from urban middle or high schools. Although this
research has produced important insights into school delinquency, it may not
accurately identify factors related to delinquency inside and outside schools in rural
areas, or among younger students. Nor do these studies compare predictors of
school delinquency with predictors of delinquency in other settings. Although we
may expect considerable commonality in predictors across school and social
institutional contexts, given the saliency of school as a social institution and the
prominence it plays in delinquency theory, there may be some characteristics of
schools that increase the probability of in-school delinquency. As such, expanding
the research regarding known theoretical predictors of delinquency in at least two
ways is important. First, efforts should be undertaken to examine theoretical
predictors of delinquency among rural youth. Secondly, while numerous studies
focus on theoretical predictors of delinquency overall, and a smaller number focus
on theoretical predictors of delinquency in school, we were unable to uncover any
studies that examined theoretical predictors of delinquency both in school and
outside school in a rural setting. In this study, we attempt to add to the literature
in both areas.
In the following section we describe theoretical constructs representing various
theoretical perspectives on in-school delinquency. These constructs are derived
from communal school organization, social bonding and control theories; from
interactionist theories; from differential association and social learning theories; and
from strain, culture conflict, and critical theories. Although most of the measures
used have been reasonably robust predictors of both delinquency at school and away
from school, we also include some predictors that have not been strong predictors
of delinquent behavior in school settings because of their theoretical significance
(e.g., alienation, Gottfredson 2001).
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METHODS AND PROCEDURES
This study emanates from a larger study designed to assess students’
perceptions of school safety in four public schools. The following describes the sites,
subjects, testing procedures, and data analyses used in this study.
Sites
The data for this study were collected in a predominately rural county
(population approximately 73,000) in the Appalachian region of the U.S. The school
district in this county consists of nine elementary, three middle, and two high
schools that serve approximately 8,500 students. In addition, the school district
operates several other education programs including an alternative school. Of these
schools, two elementary, one middle school, and one high school were used as
research sites because they were felt to serve the most diverse population of
students in the county with respect to their racial, academic, geographic, and
behavioral characteristics. Moreover, students at each school lived in the same
attendance area, thus, the elementary school serves as a feeder school to the middle
school; similarly, the middle school serves as a feeder for the high school.
The two elementary schools contained kindergarten through the fifth grade.
However, in these two schools only students in grades 3 through 5 were involved
in the study (N=238 and N=186, respectively). At the middle school, which
consisted of sixth, seventh and eighth grades, all grade levels were included
(N=563). The largest subsample (N=977) came from the high school that housed
the ninth through twelfth grades. The smallest subsample (N=47) came from the
alternative school that provided services to youths in grades 6 through 12.
Subjects
A total of 2,011 students served as subjects for this study. The subjects were
approximately evenly split in terms of gender with 48.5% being male and 51.5%
being female. This proportional breakdown of gender was consistent across all of
the schools except the alternative school that was predominantly male (81.8%). The
sample was predominantly White (83.2%), with only 16.8% of the sample indicating
a Non-White race/ethnicity. Students were also evenly distributed across grade
levels; among those who indicated their grade, 8.3% were third graders, 6.2% were
fourth graders, 7.0% were fifth graders, 10.7% were sixth graders, 8.6% were
seventh graders, 9.8% were eighth graders, 15.1% were ninth graders, 13.6% were
tenth graders, 11.7% were eleventh graders, and 9.0% were twelfth graders.
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Testing Procedure
The survey instruments were developed by university researchers at the request
of the superintendent and resulted from a series of meetings with school
administrators. After the survey instruments were finalized, packets containing
instructions for administering the surveys and the survey instruments were
delivered to the schools at the end of April 2000. The instruments were
administered during the first two weeks in May to each student in attendance
(except for students in special education classes). Survey administration was
conducted by teachers who had received instructions on survey administration.
At the elementary school level, teachers read surveys to students. At the middle
school, the alternative school, and the high school, surveys were self-administered
after the teacher read brief instructions regarding the purpose and importance of
the survey and reviewed basic survey procedures. Survey administration took
approximately 30 to 45 minutes and no major problems with the administration
were reported.
Subjects participated voluntarily. Before the survey, letters were mailed to
students’ homes that explained the purpose of the survey and indicated that
students would be omitted from the research at the request of the parent or
guardian. Also, before survey administration, students were reminded that their
participation was voluntary, their responses would be anonymous, and they could
cease participation at any time. Once subjects completed the survey, they were
instructed to place the forms in and seal the envelope that accompanied the survey
instrument. Overall, 78% of the students in grades 3 through 12 enrolled in the five
schools participated in the survey. This includes 83% of the elementary school
students enrolled, 92% of the middle school students, 70% of the high school
students, and 73% of the alternative school students.
Data Analysis
Nineteen scales and sub-scales were initially developed based on researcher
logic, intent, and face validity. Then item analysis, factor analysis, and scale intercorrelations were performed to assess the measurement validity and reliability of
all scales and sub-scales. The data revealed that all of the measures used in this
study exhibited strong psychometric properties (i.e., internal consistency reliability,
and construct validity).1 Next, descriptive analyses were generated for all subjects

1

Results of the psychometric analyses performed are reported in detail in
Soderstrom and Elrod (2006).
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on the final versions of the scales and sub-scales. These descriptive analyses
included calculating means and standard deviations, in addition to bivariate
correlations (not presented) between all scales and sub-scales.2
Based on the strength of statistically significant bivariate associations between
scales/sub-scales and the two scales serving as dependent variables in this study
(i.e., self-reported delinquency both inside and outside school), nine of the scales
were selected to serve as potential predictors in stepwise linear regression models.
Descriptive information for these measures are included in Table 1 and the wording
of the items used to comprise the scales are included in the Appendix. As all
variables included in the regression models had at least 90% response rates, listwise
deletion was used to address the question of missing data.
RESULTS
What follows are the results for the descriptive and regression analyses for
variables determined to be statistically significant and included in the final stepwise
regression models presented below.3
Descriptive Statistics for Scales
Both the Delinquency at School and the Delinquency Outside School scales are
10-item measures that ask subjects to indicate the number of times (coded (0) none,
(1) one, (2) two, (3) three, and (4) four or more times) they have committed various
delinquent acts while at school and while away from school. Students were asked
how many times in the last year they engaged in the following activities: taken
something from someone using force, weapons or threats; threatened someone
verbally; threatened someone with a weapon; beaten someone up; taken something
belonging to another person when they were not around; touched or grabbed
someone in a private place; picked on or bullied someone; hurt someone so bad that
they needed bandages or a doctor; been in a fight where a group of your friends
were against another group; and damaged someone else’s property. Subjects
generally reported low levels of delinquency (see Table 1), and indicated higher

2

Discussion of the descriptive characteristics of subjects on the non-significant
predictors can be found in Soderstrom and Elrod (2006).
3

Given the large sample size, only relationships that demonstrated a statistically
significant relationship at p<..001 or less are included in the stepwise regression
tables.
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levels of delinquency committed outside school (M=6.22) than while at school
(M=4.14). The correlation between the two scales was .77.
TABLE 1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR SCALES
SCORE
N

RANGE

MEAN

STANDARD
DEV .

Delinquency at school. .........

1934

0-40

4.14

6.83

.87

Delinquency outside school.

1909

0-40

6.22

9.01

.90

Negative peer influence........

1892

0-8

2.53

1.88

.66

Attachment to school............

1914

0-9

5.63

2.69

.85

Self-report victimization. .....

1971

0-6

1.87

1.56

.63

General strain.........................

1895

0-10

1.86

2.08

.73

Victimization response. ........

1762

0-6

3.68

2.23

.87

Importance of others. ...........

1947

0-5

3.83

1.27

.60

External alienation................

1923

0-5

0.92

1.31

.64

Weapon threat response. .....

1927

0-6

4.23

2.09

.87

School climate. .......................

1915

0-8

5.00

1.96

.64

SCALE

ALPHA

The Negative Peer Influence scale (see the Appendix for items comprising the
measure) is an eight-item measure that asks subjects to indicate whether they feel
their friends get into a lot of trouble in and outside school. Students reported
generally low levels (M=2.53) of negative peer influence (see Table 1).
The Attachment to School scale is made up of nine items that ask subjects to
indicate whether they like various authority figures in their school (e.g., teachers,
principal, counselors, etc.), their classes, if they believe teachers care about students,
and if they belong at their school. The average scale score on the scale (M=5.63)
was in the middle scale score range (see Table 1). This was interpreted to mean
that, overall, students reported moderate levels of attachment to school.
The Self-report Victimization scale is a six-item measure that asks subjects to
indicate whether they were the victims of the following offenses during that school
year: theft; robbery; physical threats or attacks; verbal threats; sexual assault; and
being picked on or bullied. The average scale score on the scale (M=1.87) was
relatively low, indicating that students generally reported minimal amounts of
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school victimization (see Table 1). Nevertheless, 76.6% of the students surveyed
reported being a victim of one or more of the listed offenses during that school year.
The General Strain scale includes 10-items that ask subjects to indicate whether
they have experienced several stressful conditions (e.g., divorced parents, major
illness in family, moving, etc.) over the past year. Subjects generally scored very low
on this composite measure of strain (M=1.86). Thus, the student sample, as a whole,
reported limited exposure to a variety of stressful events during the year before the
survey.
The Victimization Response scale is a six-item measure that asks subjects to
indicate whether they would report threats made to them at school to various
school officials (e.g., teacher, principal, counselor, etc.). Interestingly, the average
scale score for the scale (M=3.68) was only in the middle of the scale score range
(see Table 1). Thus, overall, students felt that they could tell only about half the
school officials listed if they felt threatened at school.
The Importance of Others scale is a five-item measure that asks subjects to
indicate how important they perceive a number of events such as getting good
grades and the opinions of friends and parents. The average scale score (M = 3.83)
was rather high, given the scale score range of 0-5 (see Table 1). As such, students
generally valued success in school and the opinions of their parents and teachers.
The External Alienation scale is a five-item index that asks subjects to indicate
whether they feel they are ill-thought-of or whether they are generally alienated
from parents, teachers, and others at school. The scale asks subjects about their
feelings of alienation from external sources of validation (e.g., perceiving that
parents or teachers think you are a bad kid). The average score was extremely low
(M=0.92) (see Table 1). Students did not feel stigmatized or alienated from their
parents, teachers, and others at school.
The Weapon Threat Response scale is a six-item measure that asks subjects to
indicate whether they would report to school officials various weapon-related
events such as someone having possession of a gun or other weapon at school. The
average scale score on the scale (M=4.23) was moderately high indicating that most
students would report weapons possession by others to school authorities (see
Table 1).
The School Climate scale is an eight-item index that asks subjects to indicate
the degree to which they feel they are treated in a respectful, orderly, and fair
manner, particularly with respect to understanding and being held accountable for
violations of school rules. The average scale score (M=5.00) was in the middle of
the scale score range (see Table 1). Thus, it was inferred that, overall, students
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perceive the schools to be average in their treatment of students and in their
enforcement of rules.
Predictors of In-School and Out-of-School Delinquency
For the multivariate models in this study, stepwise linear regression was used
to determine the best fitting regression models because it allowed for the prediction
models to be sequentially generated based on the relative importance of each
predictor added to the models.
The results of regressing the in-school delinquency index on the demographic
and theoretical variables are presented in Table 2. The results (all significant at
p<.001) indicate that the student’s gender along with their (1) response to a
weapons threat, (2) attachment to school, (3) view of academic success and the
importance of others, (4) feelings of alienation from external sources, (5) negative
peer influences, (6) self-reported victimization experiences, and (7) experiences of
general strain are significant predictors of in-school delinquency. Males ($=.12) and
students who (1) were less willing to report the presence of weapons at school to
school officials ($=-.14), (2) had lower levels of attachment to the school ($=-.11),
(3) were less likely to value the opinions of school officials and seek academic
success ($=-.13), (4) experienced greater levels of alienation from external sources
($ = .09), (5) reported higher levels of negative peer influence ($=.15), (6) had been
victimized more often ($=.18), and (7) had higher levels of general strain ($=.10)
were significantly more likely to engage in delinquency within the school setting.
The variables included in the model explained 30.8% of the variation in delinquent
activity in school.
The results of regressing the out-of-school delinquency index on the
demographic and theoretical variables are presented in Table 3. Except for the
feelings of external alienation (which did not reach statistical significance) and
grade level (where students in lower grades were more likely to engage in
delinquency away from school than their counterparts in higher grades), the
predictors of out-of-school delinquency were consistent with those that predicted
in-school delinquency. The results again indicate that males ($=.09) and those
students who (1) were less willing to report the presence of weapons at school to
school officials ($=-.16), (2) had lower levels of attachment to the school ($=-.09),
(3) were less likely to value the opinions of school officials and seek academic
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TABLE 2. IN -SCHOOL DELINQUENCY REGRESSED ON DEMOGRAPHIC AND
THEORETICAL PREDICTORS (STEPWISE MODEL).
VARIABLE

B

S.E.

BETA

Males. .....................................................................

1.50

.29

.12

Weapon threat response. ...................................

-.43

.07

-.14

Attachment to school..........................................

-.26

.06

-.11

Importance of others. .........................................

-.65

.13

-.13

External alienation..............................................

.48

.13

.09

Negative peer influence......................................

.53

.09

.15

Self-report victimization. ...................................

.76

.10

.18

General strain scale. ...........................................

.30

.07

.10

Constant. ...............................................................

5.11

.73

NOTE: F=72.34; p<.001; R2=.308 df=1472
success ($=-.13), (4) reported higher levels of negative peer influence ($=.16), (5)
had been victimized more often ($=.14), and (6) had higher levels of general strain
($=.08) were significantly more likely to engage in delinquency within the school
setting. Additionally, students in lower grades were significantly more likely to
report engaging in delinquency away from school than their counterparts in higher
grades ($=-.09). The variables included in the model explained 28.6% of the
variation in delinquent activity in school.4
The results presented above indicate that each of the four theoretical indices
that had previously demonstrated success in predicting delinquent behavior had the

4

We tested several models containing interaction terms for all of the theoretical
indices included in this paper. While some associations in the models achieved
statistical significance, we felt that this was due to the sample size more than the
substantive impact of the interaction term. In fact, the inclusion of the interaction
terms reduced the amount of explained variance in each model (as much as 5
percent) because the interactions added more unexplained variance to the model
than explained. As such, the models included in these tables include only the main
effects for all variables. These results are available from the authors upon request.
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TABLE 3. OUT -OF-SCHOOL DELINQUENCY REGRESSED ON DEMOGRAPHIC AND
THEORETICAL PREDICTORS (STEPWISE MODEL)
VARIABLE

B

S.E.

BETA

Males. .....................................................................

1.59

.40

.09

Grade......................................................................

-.29

.08

-.09

Weapon threat response. ...................................

-.66

.11

-.16

Attachment to school..........................................

-.30

.09

-.09

Importance of others. .........................................

-.91

.17

-.13

Negative peer influence......................................

.74

.12

.16

General strain scale. ...........................................

.34

.10

.08

Self-report victimization. ...................................

.80

.13

.14

Constant. ...............................................................

12.35

1.47

NOTE: F=58.15; p<.001; R2=.286; df=1463
expected statistically significant impact on delinquency both in the school setting
and outside school. Additionally, in both models, the ranking of the strength of
association was almost identical, although there were some important differences.
First, for out-of-school delinquency, negative peer influence and the students’ selfreported response to a weapons threat on campus were the best predictors of
delinquent activity; for in-school delinquency, self-report victimization experiences
had the strongest association with delinquency, followed by negative peer influence
and the students’ self-reported response to a weapons threat on campus.
Interestingly, the explained variation was consistent across models, as
approximately 30% of delinquency both in and out of the school setting is explained
by the variables in the analysis.
Furthermore, neither the impact of race nor perceptions of the school climate
(both of which have been determined to predict delinquency) was strong enough to
be included in the stepwise regression analyses. As such, it appears that the
theoretical models used in this study are (a) consistent and (b) influential predictors
of delinquency both in and outside school, even after controlling for demographic
variables frequently associated with delinquency in other studies.

Published by eGrove, 2008

13

Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 23 [2008], Iss. 2, Art. 8

144

SOUTHERN RURAL SOCIOLOGY

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The results of this study generally support the findings of previous studies that
have examined relationships between constructs derived from differential
association, social control, general strain, alienation, and delinquency. Children who
indicated that they were exposed to the greatest levels of negative peer influence
were significantly more likely to engage in delinquency both at school and away
from school. Further, as expected, students who reported high levels of
victimization, low levels of attachment to school, males, as well as youths who
experienced greater levels of strain in their life and youths who felt most alienated
from their peers, were significantly more likely to engage in both in-school and outof-school delinquency. These results are consistent with previous studies examining
the predictors of delinquency.
Contrary to studies that have found a link between race and both victimization
and delinquency among school populations in (e.g., Snyder and Sickmund 2006;
Welsh 2001; Welsh et al. 1999) and outside school (e.g., Snyder and Sickmund
2006), the present study revealed no such relationship. Additionally, and unlike
other studies, this research found that students in lower grades were more likely to
engage in out-of-school delinquency but not in-school delinquency. These findings
support other studies (e.g., Anderman and Kimweli 1997; Schreck, Miller, and
Gibson 2003) that have found that the institutional and social context within which
youths interact plays a significant role in structuring their behaviors, not simply the
demographic characteristics of youths themselves.
The findings from this study thus suggest that the best predictors of in-school
delinquency (i.e., negative peer influence, attachment to school, self-report
victimization, general strain, gender, alienation) are also the best predictors of outof-school delinquency. As such, each of the theoretical perspectives examined in this
study (i.e., social organization/control theory; differential association/social
learning theory; strain/culture conflict/labeling/critical theory) adds something to
our understanding of delinquency both in and out of school.
Furthermore, our findings also suggest that adolescent lifestyles are also
important in that those youth who were most often victimized were also those
youth most likely to engage in delinquency both in-school and away from school.
As such, it appears that a social milieu exists that promotes both victimization and
involvement in delinquency. Some adolescents, in reaction to negative influences
from peers, poor attachment to parents, and feelings of alienation and strain from
the larger society, engage in behaviors that make them (a) more likely to be
victimized by crime and (b) more likely to engage in delinquent behavior as well.
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Consequently, increasing attachment to parents and conformist activities and
friends and decreasing the negative emotions experienced by many adolescents will
not only reduce delinquency at school and away from school, but will reduce
victimization among those youth most likely to engage in delinquency as well.
Nevertheless, the finding that students in lower grades were more likely to
engage in out-of-school delinquency (but not in-school delinquency) is somewhat
puzzling at first glance. This finding, however, does make sense in this rural
sample. As demonstrated earlier, few students engaged in either in-school or out-ofschool delinquency. Nevertheless, as the results presented in Table 4 suggest, sixth
graders (and to some extent, seventh graders) are significantly more likely to
engage in in-school delinquency than youth in lower grades. Additionally, except
for seventh graders, sixth graders were significantly more likely to engage in outof-school delinquency than all other students.
At least among this sample, then, the transition from fifth to sixth grade
coincides with a transition from elementary school (where classes are small and
children are closely supervised and generally closely connected to the school) to
entrance into middle school, where students are generally less likely to be closely
supervised and connected to the schools. In fact, in this rural school district, each
of the middle schools (including the one included in this study) are currently poor
academic achievers (as measured by the federal No Child Left Behind Standard) and
report significantly more disciplinary actions for both school board and law
violations than their elementary counterparts. As such, although the finding that
youth are more delinquent in middle school than elementary school is not unique
to this sample, the problem is particularly acute here.
FUTURE RESEARCH
This effort has provided additional support for each of the theoretical
perspectives examined in this study. Nevertheless, it should be noted that all of the
variables together explained less than one-third of the variance in the model.
Consequently, several other factors contribute to predicting involvement in
delinquency that are not included in this study. For example, one of the best
predictors that has emerged in the literature regarding delinquency involves selfreported gang membership. In practically all studies examining this relationship,
adolescents who self-report membership in a gang are significantly more likely to
engage in delinquency. However, gangs were not viewed as a problem by the rural
school district under study here so a question measuring gang membership was not
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TABLE 4. COMPARISON OF IN -SCHOOL AND OUT -OF -SCHOOL DELINQUENCY BY
GRADE .
T YPE OF

L ISTWISE

S TD .

G RADE

D ELINQUENCY

N

M IN .

M AX .

M EAN

3 rd

In-School

130

.00

25.00

2.21

4.82

.00

36.00

4.36

6.96

.00

17.00

2.52

3.95

.00

32.00

3.60

5.41

.00

21.00

2.65

4.19

.00

36.00

4.93

6.50

.00

32.00

6.23 *

7.29

.00

40.00

10.36 *

10.23

.00

40.00

5.14

6.96

.00

40.00

8.98 ***

.00

27.00

3.84

5.81

.00

40.00

5.71

8.77

.00

40.00

4.63

7.34

.00

40.00

6.70

9.45

.00

40.00

3.98

6.97

.00

40.00

5.67

9.03

.00

40.00

3.69

7.00

.00

40.00

4.77

8.23

.00

40.00

4.33

8.08

.00

40.00

5.06

9.09

Out-of-School
4 th

In-School

110

Out-of-School
5 th

In-School

131

Out-of-School
6 th

In-School

193

Out-of-School
7 th

In-School

163

Out-of-School
8 th

In-School

182

Out-of-School
9 th

In-School

285

Out-of-School
10 th

In-School

251

Out-of-School
11 th

In-School

220

Out-of-School
12 th

In-School

171

Out-of-School
*

D EV .

10.19

Significantly higher than the means for grades 3-5 using Scheffe post hoc
comparisons.
**
Significantly higher than the means for all other grades but 7th grade using Scheffe
post hoc comparisons.
***
Significantly higher than the means for 3rd, 4th, and 11th grades using Scheffe post
hoc comparisons.
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included in the survey. Nevertheless, future research should attempt to measure
other types of youth peer networks to examine their influence on delinquency such
as those suggested by Schwendinger and Schwendinger (1985) in their book
Adolescent Subcultures and Delinquency. As the relationships uncovered here may be
contingent upon the rural nature of this sample or the measures of delinquency
under study here, future research should also examine how well the variables in our
models predict different types of delinquency with samples drawn from different
regions and populations.
Another limitation of this research concerns the measurement of the theoretical
constructs under study. With respect to the theoretical perspectives examined in
this study, having a more comprehensive set indicators for each theoretical
construct would have been helpful. Cao (2004) makes a cogent argument that
researchers studying theoretical predictors of crime should seek to standardize
measurement of these theories and provides several scales designed to assist in this
effort. Nevertheless, as with many research efforts, space and time constraints
forced us to limit the number of measures for each of the theoretical frameworks
included in this study. Future efforts should build on the knowledge gained from
this study and develop a more comprehensive set of clear, concise measures of each
of the theoretical constructs to insure that the associations found in this study are
reliable.
The results of this study suggest that several theoretical predictors of
delinquency (both inside and outside school settings) are important; consequently,
programs designed to affect these theoretical predictors may be effective in reducing
delinquency. One of the most common settings for these programs is within the
school setting. As Gottfredson (1997) has argued, there are several types of schoolbased programs that work to reduce crime and delinquency. These programs can
be broadly grouped into three categories: (1) programs aimed at setting
expectations and norms for student behavior; (2) programs that provide
comprehensive instruction focusing on several social competencies (e.g., responsible
decision-making, social problem solving, developing self-control); and (3) programs
empowering youths, parents, and community members to play an active role in
improving the school setting (Gottfredson 1997).
The results of this study thus provide a theoretical explanation for
Gottfredson’s findings. Programs aimed at setting expectations and norms for
student behavior will reduce general strain and, perhaps, alienation as students gain
a clearer picture of what is expected of them. Programs that provide social
competencies such as responsible decision-making, increased self-control, and
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problem-solving skills will encourage students to choose friends with more
conformist behaviors and attitudes, increase attachment and commitment to school
and the larger society, and give youths skills to resolve conflicts with others when
they arise. Finally, programs that empower youths, parents, and the community will
decrease the alienation of students, reduce many strains that these youth experience,
and encourage cooperative effort between students and their parents. In effect, then,
the results from this study provide the theoretical underpinnings for effective
school-based crime prevention programs. Moreover, this knowledge will allow
school administrators and policy makers to further develop and strengthen
programs designed to reduce school violence and disruption.
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APPENDIX
Negative Peer Influence Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate whether they felt the following statements
were true or false.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

My friends often try to get me to do things the teacher does not like.
Some of my friends have been in trouble at school or in the community.
Some of my friends have been in trouble a lot.
My best friend belongs to a gang.
My best friend gets into trouble a lot.
My best friend comes to school almost every day (recoded).
My best friend plans to go to college (recoded).
Most of my friends think that getting good grades is important (recoded)

Responses to the first five statements were coded so that Yes =(1); responses to the
final three statements so that No = (1). Responses were summed so that scores
ranged from 0 to 8.
Attachment to School Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate “how well they liked” the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The teachers
The principal
The school
Your classes
The counselor(s)
The librarian
The adults in the cafeteria.

Responses of “like” were coded as (1); “dislike” was coded as (0). Respondents were
also asked to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with the following
statements:
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Teachers at this school care about the student
I feel like I belong at this school.

Respondents who agreed were coded as (1); those who disagreed were coded as (0).
Responses to the nine statements were summed so that those who scored highest
had the strongest attachment to school.
Self-Report Victimization Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate if any of the following had happened to
them this school year:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Had something stolen from your desk, locker or other places at school.
Someone has taken money or things directly from you by using force, weapons
or threats.
Someone has physically threatened, attacked, or hurt you at school.
Someone has verbally threatened you at school.
Someone has touched or grabbed you in a private place.
Someone has picked on or bullied you.

Responses were coded so that responses of yes were coded as (1); no responses were
coded as (0). Responses were summed so that those who scored highest on the
victimization index had been victimized by the most actions under study here.
General Strain Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate if any of the following things had happened
to them during the last year:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Parents got a divorce.
A parent got married.
Someone at home became seriously ill or died.
Someone at home was involved in a serious accident.
Someone at home was arrested or got into trouble with the law.
Someone at home lost their job.
We moved to another house.
I changed schools.
My father moved in/out of the house.
My mother moved in/out of the house.
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Responses were coded so that responses of yes were coded as (1); no responses were
coded as (0). Responses were summed so that those who scored highest on the
general strain scale had experienced the highest number of actions under study
here.
Victimization Response Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate if they agreed or disagreed with the
following statements:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

If someone threatens you, do you feel you can tell the following people about it?
Your classroom teacher
The principal
Any teacher in the school
Adults in the cafeteria
The librarian
The counselor

Importance of Others Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate how important each of the following was
to them:
•
•
•
•
•

What your friends think about you
What your teachers think about you
The grade you get in school
Getting along with your parents
Having a number of close friends

External Alienation Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate if they agreed or disagreed with the
following statements.
•
•
•
•
•
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My family is not interested in my problems.
My parents think that I am a bad kid.
My teachers think that I am a bad kid.
My teachers are not interested in my problems.
The students at my school think that I am a bad kid.
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Respondents who agreed were coded as (1); those who disagreed were coded as (0).
Responses were summed so that those who agreed with the most statements scored
the highest on the alienation scale.
School Climate Scale
Respondents were asked to indicate if the following statements were true or
false at their school:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Students often break the rules at our school because they know they can get
away with it.
Students at my school understand what the school rules are.
When kids get in trouble, teachers and administrators treat them fairly.
When students break the rules in my school, they are usually caught and
punished.
The teachers and the principal sometimes treat kids unfairly because of how
they dress or wear their hair.
If you get in trouble at this school the teachers and the principal will never treat
you fairly again.
I have a lot of respect for my teachers.
My teachers help me with my work when I need it.
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